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What messages can the images in medieval churches give us about the motivations of their donors? When a wealthy medieval man or woman donated a statue or painted glass window or altar hanging to their parish church, such a gift would have been prompted by a mixture of motives, including a desire to remind passers-by to pray for their souls and probably a fair amount of self-advertisement. However, it is the contention of this paper that, frequently, the choice of a particular image used in the donation would be selected with careful thought and have its roots in the donor's particular personal piety. The messages they were thus sending about their personal beliefs may have been instantly readable to their fellow parishioners, but these days require some translation before they can be fully grasped. This paper investigates the spiritual and secular motivations of a family of donors of some unique painted glass windows at All Saints, North Street parish church in York.
The windows of the church offer a wealth of unusual later medieval glass, including a depiction of six of the Corporal Acts of Mercy; St Anne teaching the Virgin to read and the northern poem 'The Prick of Conscience'. This paper will concentrate on exploring one family's donations to the church. It argues that their choice of iconographic material and the act of donating the windows were part of the donors' larger concern for maintaining the social fabric. The same concerns were expressed both in charitable acts during their lives and in their last will and testaments. It is suggested that such donations form part of a new and internalised piety and thoughtful charity inspired by more than the customs of the day.
The two windows at All Saints, North Street that will concentrated on here are known as the Blackburn window and the Corporal Acts of Mercy window. Both were donated to the church during a busy period of fenestration in the early fifteenth century by members of the Blackburn family, members of the mercantile oligarchy of later medieval York. Nicholas Blackburn senior arrived in York from Richmond at the beginning of the century, chose his wife Margaret from another wealthy mercantile family, and by 1412 had become mayor of the city for the first time (he achieved the mayoralty again in 1429). He and Margaret had five children, but it is his second son -Nicholas junior, confusingly also married to a Margaret -who followed in his father's footsteps, becoming a member of the civic government and joining his parents as a parishioner at All Saints, North Street.
The Blackburn window -now in the east window of the church -is made up of three main lights. In the north is a depiction of St John the Baptist, in the south, St Christopher, and in the centre light is the Virgin Mary being taught to read by St Anne. The positioning places the emphasis in the window on Anne rather than her daughter since it is she, and not the Virgin, who is the same size as the figures on either side of them. Thus the iconography of the window is that of a row of saints rather than distinctly Marian. The motif of St Anne teaching the Virgin to read was an extremely popular one in England in the later middle ages. It seems to have appeared in the later years of the thirteenth century and gradually increased in popularity in the fourteenth. This coincided with the marriage of Richard II of England to Anne of Bohemia in 1382 and the authorisation of the cult of St Anne in a decree of Pope Urban VI, which was especially addressed to England, in 1383. 1 The North Street window can be dated to between 1417 and 1427. There is no reference in the apocryphal gospels to St Anne teaching Mary to read, indeed it directly conflicts with their account of Mary being taught in the Temple.
Although it was a popular subject, the North Street glass is unusual in that it is possible to read the text on the book with which St Anne is teaching, and which is For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me. 20 Here Christ addressed the Blessed after separating them from the Damned at the Day of Judgment. Thus the Corporal Acts of Mercy became associated with the salvation of the soul and were seen as examples to follow in order to secure an afterlife in Heaven rather than Hell. These were material acts of charity which the Later Medieval Church placed great stress upon -and to the medieval mind, Charity and Piety were almost interchangeable. As has been argued by Thompson, 21 Piety and Charity in the later medieval period can not be seen as separate virtues. Charity had a direct and immediate spiritual purpose for both the giver and the recipient, and thus charitable acts, such as alms-giving or the setting up of hospitals and Maisons Dieu, had an equally important spiritual dimension.
This was especially important for the rich man. Since the doctrine of the Stewardship of Wealth taught that a man's riches had been granted to him by God, and were not his own to use as he liked, charitable acts and alms-giving were supposed to be part of a rich man's role in life. Again, an important message in the painted glass for the wealthy merchant parishioners at All Saints.
Charity was not merely to occur on the deathbed but throughout life. This, it was taught, was why the world was divided into the rich and the poor. The rich might demonstrate their charity by giving alms to the poor, who could demonstrate theirs by prayers for their benefactors. The poor were felt to be blessed -had not Christ sought out and lived with the poor, the sick, and the unclean? By giving alms to such people a rich man could secure salvation. Hence to show Charity, especially to the less fortunate, was an act of piety tied very closely to the salvation of the soul. It might be difficult for the proverbial rich man to get into heaven but, with the guidance of the Church and such precepts as the Seven Corporal Acts of Mercy, he might just be able to achieve his goal.
The Corporal Acts of Mercy were a well-known and popular concept. Thus, the Blackburn family would have been well aware of the ideals of the Corporal Acts of Mercy and their duties towards those less fortunate than themselves. The window at All Saints shows the importance they placed on such precepts, which they would have learned both inside and outside the church.
The painted glass windows of medieval York are beautiful and unique pieces of art, but they can also tell us a great deal about the people who donated them and who worshipped under them in their parish churches. Just looking at one family's choice of devotional image can show a long history of devotion to a particular saint or interest in a particular act of charity which informs this choice. Each image in the painted glass meant something to its donors, but would have also had messages for the others who worshipped in the church. In this particular case, the 13 wealthy merchants of All Saints, North Street, from whose class the Blackburns came, would have learned many things about their place in God's scheme of things and how to achieve a spiritual life and salvation without retreating from the secular world in which they made their living. The images the Blackburn family chose emphasised public spiritedness, not merely a personal devotion to a saintthey show a medieval merchant community not just concerned for its own wealth and salvation but also for the common wealth.
